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THE EPIC DRYDEN
NEVER WROTE
Cedric D. Reverand II

hroughout his life, right until his last major work. Fables
i
of 1700, Dryden kept toying with the idea of writing an
^original epic. In this essay, I would like to raise the
question of why he never did so, despite the apparent importance this
project held for him. Of course, any answers offered are going to be
entirely speculative, but I think addressing the question can nonetheless
yield insights into Dryden's critical development, particularly his evolving
conception of the English literary heritage he spent a career trying to
define. Watching him deal with this question will also reveal Dryden
struggling to accommodate the past to the present, since in building a
national poetic tradition, he had to relate it to the grand literature of the
past, but also establish it as independent, self-sufficient, and worthy on its
own merits.'

^ Leopold Damrosch, in The Imaginative World of Alexander Pope (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987), discusses why Pope never wrote an epic, concluding that the *old
metaphors' and 'old heroic code' could not be sustained in "foce of the realities of the
contemporary world' (281).True enough,but I am taking this one step further.The classicalepic
not only celebrates a heroism that, by the Restoration, seemed irrelevant, if not preposterous, but
it also celebrates a culture and a nation. Whatever Dryden thought of ancient heroism, he also
regarded the epic as a great
work of literature and wanted to achieve something of that
kind for his own country.
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* EPIC IDEAS IN THE EARLY YEARS

Dryden first mentioned the possibility of writing an original epic in his
dedication to Tyrannick Love (1670), addressed to James Scott, the Duke
of Monmouth, where he lamented that he had not "brought you a more
noble Sacrifice. Instead of an Heroick Play, you might justly expect an
Heroick Poem,filled with the past Glories of your Ancestors, & the future
certainties of your own."^ This seems little more than a piece of hyperbole
tossed off as part of the generally expected flattery. A few years later,
however, in the dedication lo Aureng-Zebe (1676), Dryden talked about
the possibility much more deliberately:
Some little hopes I have yet remaining, and those too, consider
ing my abilities, may be vain, that I may make the world some
part of amends, for many ill Playes, by an Heroique Poem. Your
Lordship [John Sheffield, Earl of Mulgrave] has been long
acquainted with my design; the subject of which you know is
great, the story English, and neither too far distant from the
present Age, nor too near approaching it. Such it is in my
opinion that I could not have wish'd a nobler occasion to do
honour by it to my King, my Country, and my friends; most of
our antient Nobility being concern'd in the Action. And your
Lordship has one particular reason to promote this undertak
ing, because you were the first who gave me the opportunity of
discoursing it to his Majesty and his Royal Highness. {Works,
12:154-55)
Although he does not spell out the particulars, he seems to have a specific
"design" in mind,one that hehas apparently discussed with Mulgrave, the

^ The text used for all quotations from Dryden is that of The Works of John Dryden (The
California Dryden), ed. Edward Niles Hooker, H. T. Swedenberg et al., 20 vols. (Berkeley:
University of California Press,1955-2000), hereafter referred to as Works.The passage just cited
is from Worksy 10:107.
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king, and the Duke of York ("his Royal Highness"). Dryden also offers a
reason for not being able to undertake the project.
But the unsettl'dness of my condition has hitherto put a stop to
my thoughts concerning it. As I am no successor to Homer in
his Wit, so neither do I desire to be in his Poverty. I can make
no Rhapsodies, nor go a begging at the Grtecian doors, while I
sing the praises of their Ancestors. The times of

please me

better, because he had an Augustus for his Patron. {Works,
12:155)
One might regard this as Dryden overemphasizing his personal problems
in hopes of securing some financial support from a patron—his claim that
he is not going "a begging" does little to disguise the fact that he is, in
effect, begging. Whatever the strategy informing his statement, this also
seems to me a plausible excuse, given Dryden's circumstances in 1676. His
first great successes as a writer began in the late 1660s: in 1667, five of his
plays were staged, and he entered into a deal with the King's Company for
three plays a year; he purchased a house in Longacre, where he and
Elizabeth Dryden were living in 1669; and 1670 saw the production of
The Conquest of Granada, a theatrical triumph. But things went awry
beginning in 1672, when the Theater Royal at Bridges Street burned to
the ground. Where earlier he may have been pulling in as much as £300 a
year as a shareholder in the King's Company, after fire destroyed the
theater, he no longer made a profit, but rather shared in the general
indebtedness, even as his standard of living remained high. Later, in 1672,
Dryden's TheAssignation,^xo6nce.6i in a borrowed venue, was a flop, while
Elkanah Settle's The Empress of Morocco (1673),staged by the rival Duke's
Company, was a success. Dryden's patrons, Thomas Clifford and James,
Duke of York, were now out of favor, the former retiring from the Lord
Treasurer's position, the latter from the navy, rather than face the Test
Act, which meant that Dryden was scrambling for patrons (hence the
begging). Beset by financial problems, tied to a struggling theatrical
company that could no longer stage extravagant heroic plays, and
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therefore, could not compete with the Duke's Company, being upstaged
by younger playwrights, Dryden had every reason to feel unsettled.^
One can understand why, in the 1660s and early 1670s, Dryden
would be both interested in writing an epic, and reluctant to do so. His
earliest critical essay. An Essay ofDramatick Poesie (1667), marks the
beginning of a lifelong preoccupation with defining and consolidating a
native literary tradition, something that seemed to him necessary after the
devastating effect of the Interregnum, which he later referred to as the
biblical flood ("To Congreve"), on England's culture. If England could
boast a native epic, Dryden would have reason to ennoble that tradition
by linking his country with ancient Greece and Rome. Looking back, we
might note that there is, after all. Paradise Lost, but it is just now being
published (1667), in the ten book version, and it is not intrinsically
English in the way that Homer is centrally Greek, and Virgil centrally
Roman.'* But undertaking such a grand project, with Virgil and Homer
looking over one's shoulder, could understandably pose an overwhelming
challenge for an author just at the beginning of his career, and we should
recall that Dryden's attitude toward his literary antecedents, in 1667, was
simultaneously worshipful and deferential. In this same essay, after
weighing the merits of Shakespeare, Jonson, Beaumont, and Fletcher,
whom he compares favorably to both the French and the ancients, Dryden
makes a telling remark about his own relationship to the great English
playwrights he has been praising:^

^ The biographical and historical information here, and throughout this essay, is based on James
Anderson Winn s John Dryden and His World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).
^ While we unhesitatingly
Paradise Lost as an epic, Dryden may not have done so, because
it was biblical, not English. In his "Discourse concerning the Original and Progress of Satire"
(1692), he commented that Milton's "Subject is not that of an Heroique Poem; properlyso call'd:
His Design is the Losing of our Happiness; his Event is not prosperous, like that of all other
Epique Works:His Heavenly Machinesarc many,and his Humane Persons arc but two" (Works,
4:14-15). This may not have always been Dryden's opinion, but I think it reveals that he is
thinking of the epic in national terms, not just generic terms.
^ While in the past there has been debate over what Dryden advocates, in an essay that contains
arguments both in favor of and opposed to the Ancients and the Moderns, the French and the
English, blank verse and rhyme in heroic drama, there should by now be reasonable agreement
that far from being indecisive, Dryden, whose spokesman is Neander, is arguing in favor of the
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But it is to raise envy to the living, to compare them with the
dead. They are honour'd, and almost ador'd by us, as they
deserve; neither do I know any so presumptuous of themselves
as to contend with them....We acknowledge them our Fathers
in wit; but they have ruin'd their Estates themselves before they
came to their children's hands. There is scarce an Humour, a
Character, or any kind of Plot, which they have not us'd. All
comes sullied or wasted to us. {Works, 17{11-73))
Using a favorite metaphor of lineage and inheritance, Dryden sees the
previous generatipn as exhausting the literary estates before they can
descend to his generation. If this is his attitude toward the Elizabethans
and Jacobeans, one could reasonably surmise that he felt similarly about
trying to match Virgil and Homer (although, of course, the. Essay is only
about drama, which means that the epics do not make an appearance).
The final issue in the An Essay ofDramatick Poesie concerns whether
serious drama should be in blank verse or rhyme. While we can summon
all sorts of reasons why Dryden, through Neander, would prefer rhymed
couplets—such drama seemed to be popular, Charles II liked rhymed
drama, and so on—Dryden reveals another reason, this one having to do,
again, with self-consciousness about how he might measure up against the
previous generation. The above quotation continues;
This therefore will be a good Argument to us either not to
write at all, or to attempt some other way. There is no bayes to
be expected in their Walks....This way of writing in Verse, they
have onely left free to us. {Works, 17:73)
This way of writing had already produced The Indian Queen (1664, with
Sir Robert Howard) and The Indian Emperour (1665), and was to

Moderns, of the English, and of rhyme in heroic drama. For a summary of the debate, and a
convincing account of why we should take Neander as Dryden*s spokesman, see Howard
Weinbrot, Britannia's Issue: The Rise of British Literature from Dryden to Ossian (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 150-92.
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culminate in The Conquest of Granada (1670). In "On Heroique Plays,"
an essay attached to the published version of Conquest (1672), Dryden
had further interesting things to say about serious drama, although now,
since "Heroique verse" is "already in possession of the Stage" {Works,11:
8), rhyme is no longer an issue. One cannot help noticing that as Dryden
defends his heroic drama, he takes pains to connect it to the epic. He
justifies his ranting hero, Almanzor, by linking him to Homer's Achilles
(as well as Tasso's Rinaldo), adds that he has "modell'd my Heroique
Plays, by the Rules of an Heroique Poem" (Works,11:13), and asserts that
"an Heroick Play ought to be an imitation, in little of an Heroick Poem"
{Works, 11:10). This, it seems to me, is a stretch: plays are simply not
epics. In fact, right after mentioning how his predecessor William
Davenant "takes the Image of an Heroickpoem from the Drama," Dryden
backtracks, admitting "This, I think, is rather a Play in Narration (as I may
call it), than an Heroic Poem" {Works, 11:11). Although he has not yet
publicly declared a desire to write an epic, such comments imply an
interest in doing so, with Dryden sidestepping the problem of competing
against the literary giants of the past by not actually writing an epic, while
at the same time venturing into a genre that he hopes will be similar to an
epic.
In 1676, just at the time when Dryden first declares in print his desire
to write an epic, he also finds himself abandoning the heroic mode,saying
farewell to his "long-lov'd Mistris, Rhyme" in his prologue to AurengZehe (line 8, Works, 12:159), in part because rhyme no longer was in
possession of the stage, and because the inadvertently comical excesses of
his own creations, particularly Almanzor, were now coming back to haunt
him. He had been parodied in The Rehearsal {\G71), of course, which may
have provoked his defense of Almanzor in "Of Heroique Plays," but he
had also seen Settle's The Empress of Morocco (1673), basically a weak
imitation of his own heroic plays, which may well have demonstrated all
too forcibly the problem of Almanzor, the noble hero, who unfortunately
looked more like an arrogant, posturing, bombastic bully.^ In his preface

^ Dryden also most likely contributed to an anonymously published, collaborative pamphlet.
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to The State of Innocence (1677), revealingly entitled "The Authors
Apology for Heroique Poetry," Dryden begins to acknowledge the
shortcomings of heroic drama, raising the question (rather than making
a statement) about whether "all the flights of Heroique Poetry [are] to be
concluded bombast, unnatural, and meer madness" {Works, 12:90).
Nonetheless, he still maintains that "Heroique Poetry...has ever been
esteem'd, and ever will be, the greatest work of humane Nature" (Works,
12:88). This places him in something of a quandary: while he still exalts
the epic, he now distrusts the surrogate genre that had allowed him to
think he was doing something epic-like.

* MORE ELABORATE EPIC PLANS *
As we all know, Dryden moved on to other genres, most notably the great
verse satires of the 1680s, and while he had apparently neither time, nor
sufficient stability, to attempt an epic, he was still making what could be
called gestures toward the epic, including The State of Innocence (written
in 1674), his blank-verse, opera-drama adaptation of Paradise Lost,
Absalom and Achitophel (1681), with its exalted biblical resonance, and
even MacFlecknoe (1676) with its mock-heroic tone. I would not argue
that these are epics, any more so than heroic drama, but rather that they
all have touches of the epic sensibility, suggesting that even as Dryden
forges ahead into new modes, he still seems to gravitate toward producing
works whose aesthetic effects have something of the epic within them.^

Notes and Observations on the Empress ofMorroco (1674) that criticized Settle's play. As Winn
suggests, Dryden's critical response to Settle may have been prompted by his awareness that
Settle's dramatic theory and practice were very close to what he himself had practiced, but was
now abandoning (256).
^ Susan Staves, in Players' Scepters: Fictions of Authority in the Restoration (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1979), comments that "the Restoration was the great age of the failed epic,"
and goes on to suggest that the desire to write an epic simply shifted into the writing of mock
epics, the one genre, in effect, replacing the other (41).
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Years later, in his "Discourse concerning the Original and Progress
of Satire" (1692), written when the troubles of the 1670s had long passed,
Dryden returned to the epic again, this time explaining more specifically
what he had "been long labouring" in his "Imagination,"
and what I had intended to have put in practice, (though far
unable for the attempt of such a Poem), and to have left the
Stage, to which my Genius never much inclin'd me, for a Work
which wou'd have taken up my Life in the performance of it.
This, too, I had intended chiefly for the Honour of my Native
Country, to which a Poet is patticularly oblig'd: Of the two
Subjects, both relating to it, I was doubtful, whether I shou'd
chuse that of King^r^^«r, Conquering the Saxons; which being
farther distant in Time, gives the greater Scope to my Inven
tion: Or that o£Edward the Black Prince in subduing Spain,
and Restoring it to the Lawful Prince, though a Great Tyrant,
Don Pedro the Cruel: Which for the compass of Time, includ
ing only the Expedition of one Year: For the greatness of the
Action, and its answearable Event; for the Magnanimity of the
English Hero, oppos'd to the Ingratitude of the person whom
he restor'd; and for the many Beautiful Episodes, which I had
interwoven with the principal Design, together with the
Characters of the chicitst English Persons; wherein, after Virgil
and Spenser,I wou'd have taken occasion to represent my living
Friends and Patrons of the Noblest Families, and also shadow'd
the Events of future Ages, in the Succession of our Imperial
Line. With these helps, and those of the Machines which I have
mention'd; I might perhaps have done as well as some of my
Predecessors; or at least chalk'd out a way, for others to amend
my Errors in a like Design. (Works 4:22-23)
He may have Arthur in mind because he had just collaborated with Henry
Purcell on King Arthur (1691), a revival and revision of a work he first
wrote in 1683-84, or this may be one of the very ideas he had earlier
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claimed to have discussed with Mulgrave. If this account sounds more
relaxed and spacious, that is perhaps because by this time Dryden is an
established poet and playwright, confident, his earlier self-consciousness
about competingwith previous authors long gone. If in 1667 Shakespeare
and his generation had seemed to have ruined the literary estate, that was
no longer true after Dryden had rewritten both Antony and Cleopatra in
1677 and Troilus and Cressida in 1679, thereby stepping into Shake
speare's literary property and making landscaping improvements. And he
had also adapted Paradise Lost for the stage, with Milton's permission, no
less.® Competing against the giants of the past would no longer be an issue.
Again, Dryden gives a reason for being unable to pursue the project,
a somewhat different one than before:
But beingencourag'd only with fair Words, by King Charles II,
my little Sallary ill paid,and no prospect of a future Subsistence,
I was then Discourag'd in the beginning of my Attempt; and
now Age has overtaken me; and Want, a more insufferable Evil,
through the Change of the Times, has wholly disenabl'd
me....Since this Revolution,... I have patiently suffer'd the Ruin
of my small Fortune, and the loss of that poor Subsistence
which I had from two Kings, whom I serv'd more Faithfully
than Profitably to myself. {Works, 4:23)
We might call this senior unsettledness. His earlier failure to attempt an
epic he blames on an ill-paid salary, which did not, in actuality, prevent
him from turning out a steady stream of poems and plays.' Now he was in
his sixties, frequently ill with the condition that would eventually kill him.

* One could also mention Drydcn's 1667 version of The Tempest, written with William
Davenant, except that this low comedy is so markedly different from Shakespeare's play» not so
much a confrontation with Shakespeare as an inspired variation on a theme. All for Love, by
contrast^ is Shakespeare rewritten, and, with its adherence to the unities and its reduction of
characters, one might say ^'improved," or at least adjusted to classical rules.
^ Even after his death, his widow was still petitioning for recovery of fees owed to Dryden from
his laureate years (from private correspondence with James Anderson Winn.).
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struggling financially since the loss of his laureateship and its stipend,
which forced him to return to the stage and undertake translations to earn
money. But exactly how "disenabl'd" was he since "this Revolution" ? Well,
the harrowing years from 1688 until his death in 1700 saw four plays, an
opera, contributions to The Satires ofJuvenal and Persius (1692) as well
as to Examen Poeticum (1693), a steady flow of occasional poems
(including the poems to Congreve and to Kneller), prologues, epilogues,
not to mention his translation ofVirgil (1697)—not just thcjEeneid, but
also the complete georgics and eclogues—2.r\6iFahlesAncient and Modem
(1700), an anthology of translations and original tales, itself longer than
the jEneid, longer than the Iliad, longer than the Odyssey, longer than
Paradise Lost. It seems to me that this time, his physical condition, his
financial challenges, his political sufferings, however real, did very little to
keep him from an incredible burst of literary productivity. If he had time
to translate all ofVirgil, he had time and opportunity to mount an epic of
his own.
Earlier in the "Discourse concerning the Original and Progress of
Satire" (1692), before mentioning his own possible topics for an epic,
Dryden surveys the prospects of matching Homer and Virgil. First, he
maintains that "what has been, may be again: Another Homer, and an
other Virgil, may possibly arise from those very Causes which produc'd the
first: Though it wou'd be impudence to affirm that any such have yet
appear'd." Although no successor has yet appeared, "what I wou'd infer,
is this; That in such an Age 'tis possible some Great Genius may arise, to
equal anyof theAntients; abating only for the Language." He then reflects
on how modern authors compare to the ancients in a variety of genres:
But suppose that Homer and Virgil were the only of their
Species, and that Nature was so much worn out in producing
them, that she is never able to bear the like again; yet the
Example only holds in Heroick Poetry: In Tragedy and Satire
I offer my self to maintain against some of our Modern Criticks,
thar this Age and the last, particularly in England,have excell'd
the Ancients in both those kinds. {Works 4:11-12,16)
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He adds, as only a practical-minded author would, that the ancient
authors had at their service stronger and more interesting epic devices,
colorful pagan gods ever at odds with one another, while "we cannot
hitherto boast, that our Religion has furnish'd us with any such Ma
chines." Furthermore, Christianity, with its "Almighty Power" that will
always defeat devils "when he Pleases" cannot provide much in the way of
tension between good and evil: "What pleasure, what Entertainment,"
Dryden asks, "can be rais'd from so pitiful a Machine?"Along the way, he
charts out the possibility of a heroic poem featuring a Christian warrior,
"some Great Commander, Enterpris'd for the Common Good, and
Honour of the Christian Cause" (Works,4:18), which could apply to King
Arthur, the Black Prince, and so on. While the possibility of creating an
epic is still on Dryden's mind, he may be beginning to recognize that the
heroic mode simply does not accord with his own culture. His compro
mise solution, an epic with a Christian commander, does not solve the
specific problems he has just raised. Christianity still lacks sufficiently
interesting machinery; there is still little pleasure and entertainment in a
conflict where good will invariably conquer evil. And a warrior endowed
with the Christian virtues—Dryden had specified "Patience, and Suffering
for the Love of God, what ever hardships can befall him" (Works A\16)—is
a far cry from wrathful Achilles, crafty Ulysses, and noble Aeneas. Perhaps
the reason for not attempting an epic now is a gradual realization that the
schema will not work in seventeenth-century England.

* OTHER POSSIBLE VERSIONS OF THE EPIC *
Dryden's 1697 translation of Virgil, planned in conjunction with his
publisher Jacob Tonson, with its five guinea and two guinea subscribers,
was a successful project, which no doubt helped "settle" Dryden finan
cially, for the moment. But translating dc\.Q^neid also could be considered
as another indirect way, like his earlier heroic plays, of writing an epic
without actually writing an epic. The first sentence of his dedication
repeats what he has long maintained: "A heroick Poem, truly such, is

254

1650-1850

undoubtedly the greatest Work which the Soul of Man is capable to
perform" {Works, 5:267), a statement that is not so much abstract
appreciation as it is savvy advertising for the translation to follow. Later,
he turns to an analysis of the differences between tragedies and epic
poems, maintaining that "the Stage is more Active, the Epick Poem works
at greater leisure." There are plays that, thanks in part to good actors, are
"beautiful on the Stage, and yet I am confident you wou'd not read them,"
and the opposite is equally true: "I might also add, that many things,
which not only please, but are real Beauties in the reading, wou'd appear
absurd upon the Stage," a point he demonstrates by explaining that "the
prowess of Achilles or Mneas wou'd appear ridiculous in our DwarfHeroes of the Theatre" {Works, 5:272-73). If, in his preface to The State
oflnnocence (1677), Dryden had begun to acknowledge the limitations of
his heroic plays, that recognition is now complete. What he says about
Achilles and Aeneas—and remember that in 1672 he had defended
Almanzor by likening him to Aeneas—is essentially what Dryden's critics
had said about ridiculous, I-alone-am-king-of-me Almanzor. No longer
could a play be considered an epic in miniature.
What remains as a potential modern epic? Dryden considers the
works of various "little Poets" (especially the Italians and the French), but
then asserts that "Spencer has a better plea for his Fairy-Queen, had his
action been finish'd, or had been one: And Milton, if the Devil had not
been his Heroe instead oiAdam" {Works, 5:275-76). What we have here
is national pride, but also an instinctive and not fully worked-out sense
that English authors cannot produce an epic. Later in his dedication,
Dryden gets a bit closer to discovering a possible reason. He is discussing
the impossibility of translating exactly: "We are bound to our Author's
Sense, though with the latitudes already mention'd (for I think it not so
sacred, as that one Iota must not be added or diminish'd on pain of an
Anathema). But Slaves we are; and labour on another Man's Plantation;
we dress the Vine-yard, but the Wine is the Owners" {Works, 5:334).
While this could be the usual confession for any translator, that he can
never hope fully to capture the essence of the original, it also tacitly
recognizes the gap between the Virgilian world and the present. And
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notice yet another geographical metaphor: the epic world is another man's
estate, and its wine is not ours for the tasting. If Dryden has discovered
this, then he would have to abandon his 1692 notion that "another
Homer, and another Virgil, may possibly arise." There can be no new
Homer or Virgil on English soil.
In the preface to his last major work. Fables Ancient and Modern
(1700), Dryden makes one final public remark about the epic he never
wrote, expressing irritation with Richard Blackmore, author of Prince
Arthur (1695) and King Arthur (1697), for stealing, and then bungling,
one of Dryden's ideas for an English epic:
I will only say that it was not for this Noble Knight that I drew
the Plan of an Epick Poem on YiingArthur in my Preface to the
Translation ofJuvenal.The Guardian Angels of the Kingdoms
were Machines too ponderous for him to manage; and therefore
he rejected them....Yet from that Preface he plainly took his
Hint: For he began immediately upon theStory; though he had
the Baseness not to acknowledge his Benefactor, but in stead of
it to traduce me in a Libel. {Works,7:45-46)
One might notice, however, that Dryden simply complains about
Blackmore's theft: nowhere in the preface does he restate his desire to
write an epic of his own. One might reasonably assume that the sixty-nineyear old Dryden, now in the last year of his life, hampered by "intervals of
Sickness" {Works,7:27),realizes that the end is near and that there simply
are no more major projects ahead. Not quite. In the second paragraph of
his preface, he announces that he has included a translation of "the First
of Homer's Iliads, (which I intended as an Essay to the whole Work)"
(Works,7:24), and later, he turns this parenthetical remark into an explicit
statement: "If it shall please God to give me longer Life, and moderate
Health, my Intentions are to translate the whole//MS; provided still, that
I meet with those Encouragements from the Publick, which may enable
me to proceed in my Undertakingwith some Chearfulness" {Works,7:28).
This seemed to be standard procedure for Dryden.Just after agreeingwith
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Tonson to translate all of Virgil, probably sometime in the summer of
1693, Dryden included a translation of the third georgic in Tonson's
Miscellany of 1694 as a sampler and preview.'" In 1700, age and health
notwithstanding, he still hoped that writing something of this extensive
scope was within the realm of possibility. But he did not mention an
original epic.

* ¥A^LES(1700):THETROJANWARREVISITED *
I would argue that the reason for Dryden's not undertaking an original
epic or even thinking of doing so at this point may have been because he
had already fulfilled that goal without quite realizing it, by discovering a
genre that, in its comprehensiveness and its scope, was the equivalent to
the classical epic he never quite wrote." What he had found, and had
recreated in Fables, was the Chaucerian miscellany,a collection of original
poems and translations that interacted, commented upon one another,
that achieved, in English terms, the kind of spaciousness and range that he
had always hoped an original epic might achieve.'^

"I have undertaken to translate all Virgil: & as an Essay, have already paraphrasd, the third
Georgique, asan Example: it will be published in Tonsons next Miscellanyes." From a letter dated
12 December I693>m The Letters ofJohn DryderiytA. Charles E.Ward (Durham: Duke Univer
sity Press, 1942), 64.
"Judith Sloman, in *'ThcStructure ofDryden*sF'<2^/«" (unpublished PhD dissertation.Univer
sity of Minnesota, 1968), comments that '^Fables are Dryden's replacement for the epic he never
wrote" (66); in her posthumously published hook,Dryden: The Poetics of Translation (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1985), she adjusts this slightly, arguing that Fables continues, and
in some ways resolves, issues Dryden could not adequately resolve in his translation of ihtj^neid
(125-6).
" Steven N. Zwicker, in "Dryden and the Dissolution of Things: The Decay of Structures in
Dryden's Later Writing," from John Dryden: Tercentenary EssaySytd.Paul Hammond and David
Hopkins (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 308-29, remarks that "what the Fables most express
es is its miscellaneousness. And miscellany is what Dryden and his publisher Jacob Tonson had
been marketing since 1684when they collaborated in theproduction oiMiscellany Poems' (326).
Zwicker also notes, quite helpfully, that a "loosening sense of structure" (322), even a
transcendence of structure, often characterizes the later works ofgreat artists.Having"triumphed
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Fables consists of twenty-one poems, four of them original, the rest
translated from Chaucer, Ovid, Boccaccio, and Homer. The settings range
from ancient Greece and Rome, through medieval England, and into
Dryden's own time, and the forms range from personal tributes (such as
"To Her Grace the Dutchess of Ormond" and "To My Honour d
Kinsman, John Driden of Chesterton"), to allegory ("The Flower and the
Leap), to beast fable ("The Cock and the Fox"), to Pindaric Ode
("Alexander's Feast"), to philosophical speculation ("Of the Pythagorean
Philosophy," from Metamorphoses, 15), to portraits of fictitious or
imagined characters ("The Character of a Good Parson, expanded
considerably from Chaucer's "General Prologue," and "The Monument
of a Fair Maiden Lady"). What characterizes such a collection, besides its
obvious variety, is its demand to be read back and forth rather than
straight through, and indeed, that is the way Dryden wrote it, moving
from one author by association to another, going from Homer to Ovid, to
Chaucer, back to Ovid, then forward to Boccaccio.
In 1692, Dryden had specified that "an Heroique Poem requires, to
its necessary Design, and as its last Perfection, some great Action of Wat,
the Accomplishment ofsome Extraordinary Undertaking: which requires
the Strength and Vigour of the Body, the Duty of a Souldier" ("Discourse
on Satire," Works, 4:16), but the miscellaneous nature oiFables does not
accommodate a sustained central story ofsome great Action of War,"
with towering heroes. Aeneaslike, Achilleslike, or otherwise. Or does it?
About midway through the collection, Dryden inserts his translation of

over all the formal challenges that a literary career in the late seventeenth century might
offer,...and having so brilliantly practised the varieties, and solved the problems of literary form
in so many genres," Dryden "at the end of his life" may have displayed "an indifference to form
itseir (328). For similar examples, Zwicker mentions late Titian, Rembrandt, Monet, and
Beethoven. Of these, it is Monet and Beethoven who strike me as most similar to the late Dryden,
because of the expansiveness in their late works; one thinks of Monet's enormous paintings of
water lilies,pushing well beyond the size and scale of ordinary Impressionist canvases, or the late
Beethoven quartets, such as Op. 131, which has not the usual four movements, but seven, one of
which has seven separate tempo markings. It is almost as if each artist just has too much to say,
which also seems to apply to Dryden, as he implies when he describes his experience of writing
Fables'. "Thoughts, such as they are, come crowding in so fast upon me, that my only Difficulty
is to chuse or to reject" {Works,7:26-27).
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the first book of the Iliad, which, of course, recounts the beginning of the
Trojan "War, but he does not exactly render it so as to convey its Homeric
grandeur. As Achilles is just about to draw his sword against Agamemnon
for seizing his captive Briseis, as compensation for the loss of his own
captive, Chriseis, Athena intervenes to restrain him. In the original,
Achilles is seized with wonder, which Dryden translates as: "Tam'd by
superiour Force he turned his Eyes / Aghast at first, and stupid with
Surprize" (11. 304-5).1" What in the original is a concession to divine
intervention becomes instead a surrender to superior force, and we cannot
help noticing that he is called "stupid," not the most flattering word to use
for noble Achilles. In Homer, Athena's goal is to stay his anger, but in
Dryden, she comes "to calm...[his] turbulence of Mind" (1.311), thereby
turning the famed wrath of Achilles into what looks like a troublesome
mental disorder. Best of all.
At her departure his Disdain return'd;
The Fire she fan'd, with greater Fury burn'd;
Rumbling within till thus it found a vent. (11.332-34)
Dryden has just added an image of Achilles as an erupting volcano, further
suggesting his uncontrollable rage. More the bully than hero, he thinks
only in terms of power, and he explodes. He is not far from the Almanzor
that Dryden's enemies were so fond of criticizing or parodying.
Nor does Agamemnon fare any better. Rumbling Achilles begins his
invective by calling Agamemnon "Dastard, and Drunkard, Mean and
Insolent" (1. 335), and by accusing him of "arbitrary Pow'r," which he
employs "the People to devour" (11.342-43). These are all lines added by
Dryden, who seldom missed an opportunity in his later poetry to make
royal figures—he calls this one "the Royal Hypocrite" (1. 442)—look
suspiciously like William III. Agamemnon responds:

All quotations from Fables are from The Works of John Dryden, vol. 7, cd. Vinton A. Dearing
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). The parenthetical references arc to line
numbers.
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And with Disdain in open view,
Against the Ground his golden Scepter threw:
Then sate: With boiling Rage Atrides burn'd:
And Foam betwixt his gnashing Grinders churn'd. (11. 358-61)
The last image, of an animal foaming at the mouth, is not in Homer. And
oddly enough, it was mad-dog Agamemnon who, a few lines earlier, had
accused volcanic Achilles of bestial behavior:
Debates, Dissentions, Uproars are thyJoy;
Provok'd without Offence, and practis'd to destroy.
Strength is of Brutes; and not thy Boast alone;
At least 'tis lent from Heav'n; and not thy own. (11.265-68)
The line about brutes is also not in Homer. Both heroes are out of control,
one an erupting volcano, the other foaming at the mouth, with the one
who is likened to a beast calling the other one bestial.
The first book of the Iliad moves from the mortal sphere to the
heavens, where Jove and Juno begin a debate parallel to that between
Achilles and Agamemnon, although in Dryden's version this becomes not
so much a struggle between the gods as a marital spat, between henpecked
husband and nagging wife: Jove calls Juno "My Houshold Curse, my
lawful Plague" (1.752) and tells her to "Curb that impetuous Tongue" (1.
760), where in Homer she was simply accused of jealousy and suspicion.
Vulcan intervenes, calms downJuno, passes around a cup of sweet nectar,
which brings about peace and general good cheer among the gods.
Homer's famed artificer becomes, in Dryden, "The Limping Smith... /
(himself aJest)" (11.768-79), and the picture of genial harmony in heaven
becomes instead a drunken orgy—"Loud Fits of Laughter seiz'd the
Guests... / They drank, they laugh'd, they lov'd, and then 'twas Night" (11.
804,807). Where the original ends with Jove andjuno falling peacefully
asleep side by side, Dryden ends his version with:
Drunken at last, and drowsy they depart.
Each to his House; Adorn'd with labour'd Art
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Of the lame Architect [for famed Hepaestus]: The thund'ring God
Ev'n he withdrew to rest, and had his Load;
His swimming Head to needful Sleep apply'd;
And Juno lay unheeded by his Side. (11. 810-15)

The two may be side by side, but this is indifference, not reconciliation,
and Jove, like all the other gods, has been drinking too much. Throughout,
Dryden has so exaggerated heroic rage that erupting Achilles and
Agamemnon, foaming at the mouth, begin to look like cartoon villains,
not so much frightening as comical. And as for the gods, Vulcan becomes
a jest, and Jove and Juno look like the stereotypical squabbling husband
and wife in situation comedies. One wonders what Dryden might have
done had he completed translating the Iliad, since his version of book one
is closer to burlesque than epic.'^
After five more tales, Dryden turns to "The Twelfth Book of Ovid
his Metamorphoses5 a highly episodic ramble that presents variations on
the epic theme "Deeds of Arms" (1. 222). The central piece of action in
book twelve is Nestor's long account of the battle of the Lapiths and the
centaurs, "The Cloud-begotten Race half Men, half Beast" (1.294), which
begins at a "Nuptial Feast" (1.295),when the drunken Eurytus, the "most
Brutal, of the Brutal Brood" (1. 308), tactlessly rapes the would-be bride,
dragging her away by the hair. This leads to a fight, where the implements
of civilization—goblets, "Bowls and Jars" (1. 339), altars, a sconce, a
table—are turned into weapons. One warrior gets impaled by antlers,
another, "Snoring, and drunk with Wine" is "Surpris'd with Death unfelt"
and vomits up his entrails, another is transfixed through "either Ear" with
a "penetrating Spear" (11. 436-54). Death is violent, swift, sudden,
abundant, and random. It is also accidental: at one point, a warrior

Michael West,in "Dryden's Ambivalence as a Translator of Heroic Themes, Huntington Library Quarterly 36 (1973): 347-66, describes Dryden's translations as "constantly verging on
travesty" (362). Similarly, William Frost, in The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander
Popiy vol. 7 (Pop€*s Iliad),ed. Maynard Mack (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), calls
Dryden's translation "slapstick" as well as "anti-heroic" (cxl). He credits Dryden with carrying
forward "the burlesque tradition of Homer translation" (cxxv).
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attempts to throw a "Threshold-Stone" (1.393), but it is too heavy, and he
ends up accidentally dropping it on the head of somebody standing
nearby; at another point, a warrior uproots a pine tree, swings it at
Theseus, misses, and accidentally hits Grantor, sundering him at thewaist.
Death occurs in such a variety of bizarre ways—one warrior leaps to safety
but inadvertently impales himself on an ash tree—that the episode
becomes comical rather than horrifying. In fact, since the fight begins in
"a cool Cave's recess" (1.296), that is, a grotto, Nestor's story is literally a
grotesque of the Trojan War.
In his headnote to book twelve, Dryden points out that Ovid
"naturally falls into the Story of the Trojan War, which is summ'd up, in
the present Book." We scarcely notice it, but while we are following a
parody of the Trojan War in the foreground—"summ'd up" may be
somewhat tongue in cheek—the real war itself has actually taken place in
the background. Book twelve begins by mentioning Paris and his crime,
then the ships awaiting favorable winds, the prophecy of Calchas, the offer
to sacrifice Iphigenia to appease the gods, the launching of "The Grecian
Fleet," which descends "on the Town" (1. 90), followed by the "first
Onsets" (1.99) of the battle, and even the death of the first warrior—"By
Hectors fatal Hand / Protesilaus falls" (11. 93-94). After we hear the full
story of the Lapiths and Centaurs destroying each other, we learn of the
death of Achilles, nine years later: "Of all the Mighty Man, the small
Remains / A little Urn, and scarcely fill'd, contains" (11.816-17). If, in his
version of Homer, Dryden turned Achilles into a volcanic bully, he has
used Ovid to reduce him to ashes in a little urn. His death basically marks
the close of the campaign. We know from Dryden's own testimony in the
preface that he went directly "from translating the First oiHomer's Iliads
...to the Translation of the Twelfth Book of Ovidls Metamorphoses,
because it contains, among other Things, the Causes, the Beginning, and
Ending, of the Trojan War" {Works,7:24), but he did not simply resume
the epic story. Instead, he backed up, started over again, from a different
point, with a different episode, looking at the war from a different
perspective. The whole Trojan War is here, but in fragmented, discontin
uous, and parodic form.
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One could say that with the final tale in Fables, "Cymon and

Iphigenia," from Boccaccio, Dryden is revisiting the epic yet again. This
tale charts the progress of Cymon, "which signifies a Brute" (1. 67), an
apparently uneducable rustic, who falls in love with Iphigenia, which
inspires him to seek out a tutor, "cultivate his Mind" (1. 213), and exile
"brutal Manners from his Breast" (1.218). This might bring to mind the
bestial imagery and references Dryden added to his characterizations of
Agamemnon and Achilles, but it also hnks Cymon with the centaur-rapist
Eurytus, "most Brutal, of the Brutal Brood" (1. 308). Unfortunately,
although Cymon has been "refin'd" (1. 231) by love, he is "perhaps too
much refin'd" (1.239), right past neutral into a new brutality, so that when
he discovers that Iphigenia is engaged to Pasimond of Rhodes, he rigs a
ship, "A Vessel strong, and well equipp'd for War" (1. 265), attacks the
Rhodesian vessel, and kidnaps the semi-willing Iphigenia. Cymon's victory
is only temporary, however, because a storm drives his ship to Rhodes,
where he and his men are outnumbered and imprisoned. Luckily,
Lysymachus, a public official, is also in love with a woman engaged to
another, and he engineers an escape for Cymon, so that the two of them
can secure their women, by a double rape on their wedding days, murder
ing the grooms, and in the process, pretty much putting a damper on the
nuptial ceremonies: "The Hall is heap'd with Corps; the sprinkled Gore
/ Besmears the Walls, and floats the Marble Floor" (11.607-8). Inevitably,
this plunges both nations into war, as Dryden explains in the poem's final
lines:
Both Court, and Wed at once the willing Brides.
A War ensues, the Cretans own their Cause,
Stiff to defend their hospitable Laws:
Both Parties lose by turns; and neither wins,
'Till Peace propounded by a Truce begins.
The Kindred of the Slain forgive the Deed,
But a short Exile must for Show precede;
The Term expir'd, from Candia they remove;
And happy each at Home, enjoys his Love. (11.632-40)
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There is no conclusion, no victory, but rather a futile war, not worth the
fighting, that simply dwindles down as both sides wear out, with the
double rapists unjustly enjoying their rewards. One could call this another
variation on the theme of the Trojan War, or better still, a commentary.
Iphigenia, "like another Helen, fired another Troy" (1. 150), to quote
"Alexander's Feast," also included m Fables. In fact, Cymon's kidnapping
of Iphigenia is specifically likened to the rape of Helen: "Thus while he
spoke he seiz'd the willing Prey, / As Paris bore the Spartan Spouse away"
(11.319-20). Cymon demonstrates what happens "When Beauty fires the
Blood" (1.41), a turn of phrase Dryden also applies to the centaur-rapist
Eurytus, who also raped a bride-to-be at her wedding ceremony, and who
began his savagery because either "Wine or Beauty fir'dhis Blood" (1.309).
It might also bring to mind Dryden's version of Achilles: "But soon the
thirst of Vengeance fir'd his Blood" {Ilias, 1:294).
We may not have one sustained, "great Action of War," but we can
see that Fables does, nonetheless, cover the Trojan War, in variations that
echo one another, with Dryden taking advantage of the miscellaneous
nature of his anthology not just to tell the tale, but to keep replaying it in
different modes. One could even say that "Of the Pythagorean Philoso
phy," from book fifteen of the Metamorphoses, provides yet another
commentary on the epic, this one from a distanced, detached, philosophi
cal perspective. Pythagoras's main concern is to celebrate how change is
the informing principle behind all things:
Nature knows
No stedfast Station, but, or Ebbs, or Flows:
Ever in motion; she destroys her old.
And casts new Figures in another Mold. (11.262-65)
He goes through a litany of examples of change, in an Ages of Man section,
in daily human life, when "Ev'n our Bodies daily change receive" (1.320),
in the seasons, in the weather, even in the course of a day, since "Darkness
we see emerges into Light, / And shining Suns descend to Sable Night" (11.
278-79)," in geological processes, since "that is solid Earth, that once was
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Sea" (1.403), but "Seas in turn retreatingfrom the Shore" also "Make solid
Land, what Ocean was before" (II. 404-5). For Pythagoras, change is both
continuous—"every moment alters what is done" (I. 276)—and neutral,
since "all Things are alter'd, nothing dies" (I. 239). To exemplify his
philosophy, he relies on the image of the phoenix (II. 579-611), not just
because its destruction is also its rebirth, but also because it implies that
the process is cyclical. If waters turn to land, then land also turns into
water, which then turns into land, and so on. Finally, Pythagoras applies
this to empires, and here we encounter a common epic concern:
Nations and Empires flourish, and decay.
By turns command, and in their turns obey;
Time softens hardy People, Time again
Hardens to War a soft, unwarlike Train.
Thus Troy for ten long Years her Foes withstood.
And daily bleeding bore th' expence of Blood:
Now for thick streets it shows an empty space.
Or only fill'd with Tombs of her own perish'd Race,
Her self becomes the Sepulcher of what she was. (II. 626-34)
But if nothing dies but only changes, then the destruction of one
empire is merely the prelude to the birth of another:
Mycene, Sparta, Thebes of mighty Fame,
Are vanish'd out of Substance into Name.
And Dardan Rome that just begins to rise.
On Tiber's Banks, in time shall mate the Skies. (II. 635-38)
This, in extremely general and overarching terms, is also the story of the
j^neid, which reveals that the destruction of Troy, and of Carthage, are
necessary for the founding of Rome. It is clear that Dryden's grotesque
and parodic variations on the Trojan Wat are anti-heroic, but that is not
the whole picture. What we have here is an endorsement of a central
heroic value, and Pythagoras's long disquisition on change ends with a
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celebration of Rome. "Nature and Empires flourish and decay" (1.
626)—the one entails the other. Pythagoras, the Samian sage, has
instructed Numa, and we end with this verse paragraph:
These Precepts by the Samian Sage were taught.
Which Godlike Numa to the Sabine brought.
And thence transferred to Rome, by Gift his own:
A willing People, and an offered Throne.
O happy Monarch, sent by Heav'n to bless
A Salvage Nation with soft Arts of Peace,
To teach Religion, Rapine to restrain.
Give Laws to Lust, and Sacrifice ordain:
Himself a Saint, a Goddess was his Bride,
And all the Muses o'er his Acts preside. (11.711-20)
I do not detect irony in these lines, but rather celebration, and even wishfulfillment. The Rome Dryden envisions is not unlike the England of
which he dreams. In his 1692 outline for an epic, he had hoped, following
Virgil and Spenser, to shadow "the Events of future Ages, in the Succes
sion of our Imperial Line." It would scarcely have been possible for
Jacobite Dryden even to appear to endorse usurping William III, whom
he could seldom resist criticizing. Yet Dryden accomplishes something
equivalent: he shadows events as he would like them to be, seeing a world
at peace, rather than perpetually engaged in continental wars, a monarch
in harmony with his people, rather than continually at odds with them,
and muses celebratingthis "happy Monarch," rather than taking potshots
at him.'^
Also in that epic plan, Dryden intended "to represent my living
Friends and Patrons of the Noblest Families," which he does in his
homage to his kinsman (and friend) John Driden of Chesterton—"Just,
Good, and Wise," who "to be lov'd himself, needs only to be known" (11.

" One might also note that Dtydcn had likened Chatles II to Numa in "Britannia Rediviva," but
that the real Numa, as depictedhere, is strikingly diSferent from Charles, who could scarcely have
been described as giving laws to lust.
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7, 6)—and in his opening poem that glowingly praises the Duke and
Duchess of Ormond, his longtime patrons {Fables is dedicated to the
Duke of Ormond). Dryden had also hoped to interweave into the general
design of his epic "many Beautiful Episodes." That term could be used to
describe the sentimental vignette of the centaur lovers, Cyllarus, a work of
art, and Hylonome, "Excelling all the Nymphs of double Race" (1. 541),
who die in one another's arms, fidelity and noble self-sacrifice in the midst
of the generally senseless slaughter of Metamorphoses, book twelve (11.
524-76). Or we could apply the term to Dryden's version of "Baucis and
Philemon," a celebration of unselfish conjugal love and devotion, or to
"Pygmalion and the Statue," depicting the hypnotic and delusory power
of art. Or to the "Speeches of AJax and Ulysses," contrasting brawn against
brain, and ending with the pathetic loss of heroic Ajax, an episode from
book thirteen of the Metamorphosis that follows Dryden's translation of
book twelve—having just finished covering the Trojan War, Dryden
apparently got carried away and had to keep on translating.'^ "Beautiful
Episodes" could include the Ages of Man section that appears, in different
versions, both in "Palamon and Arcite" (3:1058-80) and in the speech of
Pythagoras (11. 320-53), or the creation trope, borrowed from Lucretius
and inserted into "Palamon and Arcite" (3:129-48). I find it interesting
that Dryden claims "the Noble Poem oi Palamon and Arcite," to be "far
above all his [Chaucer's] other Stories." Even more interesting is the
reason why: because this tale "is of the Epique kind, and perhaps not much
inferiour to the Ilias or theyEewm: the Story is more pleasing than either
of them, the Manners as perfect, the Diction as poetical, the Learning as
deep and various; and the Disposition full as artful: only it includes a
greater length of time; as taking up seven years at least" {Works 7:44).
In just wandering from tale to tale, episode to episode, genre to genre,
what we discover is variety, copiousness, and comprehensiveness, the very
qualities that Dryden saw as intrinsic characteristics of English literature.
In An Essay ofDramatickPoesie,it was "the variety and copiousness of the

Dryden admits that he "ought in reason to have stopp'd" at the end of the twelfth book, but
the Speeches oiAjax and Ulysses lying next in my way, I could not balk 'em" {Works,7'.24c).
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English" (Works, 17:46) that made them superior to the French, and what
made Shakepeare tower above "all Modern, and perhaps Ancient Poets"
was that he "had the largest and most comprehensive soul" {Works,
17:55). That was in 1667. Now, in 1700, he describes Chaucer in similar
terms: "He must have been a Man of a most wonderful comprehensive
Nature, because, as it has been truly observ'd of him, he has taken into the
Compass of his Canterbury Tales the various Manners and Humours (as
we now call them) ofthe whole

nation, in hisAge" {Works,!i?)!).

Not only is Chaucer comprehensive, but what he comprehends is the
whole of the English nation. Those writing classical epics would hope to
do as much for their countries.
I am not claiming that there are exact parallels between Fables and
the epic. Far from it. Fables is a different genre, but that is the whole point.
It is English. It contains equivalents, substitutes, or better still, transforma
tions, a word I like because it informs the speech of Pythagoras, which,
with its vision of constant change, underlies all of FablesT Dryden has
found within this genre of miscellaneous, cross-connected tales something
that achieves the sweep and grandeur he had long admired, and had
nostalgically longed to emulate, in Homer and Virgil. Nor would I argue
that Dryden ever made any explicit claims of achieving something
equivalent to the epic. All the same, he hints as much in the opening lines
of the opening poem, "To Her Grace the Dutchess of Ormond":
The Bard who first adorn'd our Native Tongue
Tun'd to his British Lyre this ancient Song:
Which Homer might without a Blush reherse,
And leaves a doubtful Palm in Virgits Verse:
He match'd their Beauties, where they most excell;
Of Love sung better, and of Arms as well. (11.1-6)

Dryden calls special attention to "Of the Pythagorean Philosophy* by adding a headnote* in
which he calls"the Moral and Natural Philosophy <iiPythagoras...^z most learnedand beautiful
Parts of the
Metamorphoses {Works, 7:484).
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Since the next poem is to be Dryden's translation of "The Knight's Tale,"
it makes sense that he begins by praising Chaucer, ennobling him by
association with great poets of the past, and then steps in to assume the
mantle of the poet he calls his "Predecessor in the Laurel" {Works, 7:25):
If Chaucer by the best Idea wrought.
And Poets can divine each others Thought,
The fairest Nymph before his Eyes he set;
And then the fairest was Plantagenet. (11.12-14)
Since the Duchess was actually descended from John of Gaunt, she, like
Chaucer's patron, was a Plantagenet, and Dryden will go on to link her to
Emily and the Duke to Palamon, all to construct parallels between
Chaucer and Dryden.'* Like others, I have long regarded this as part of
Dryden's standard procedure of naming authors to establish alineage—he
does this in An Essay of Dramatick Poesie, in "To Congreve," and
negatively in MacFlecknoe (that is, Shadwell is bad because he is part of the
Ogilby-Heywood-Shirley line, as distinct from the Jonson-FletcherEtherege line).
But if we look at these lines in the context of Dryden's lifelong
concern with writing an epic of his own, I think he may be implying what
I have been arguing. Chaucer, whose Canterbury Tales provides the genre
Dryden is employing, does not merely match the beauties of Homer and
Virgil. He surpasses them, and he surpasses them by being different: he
"Of Love sung better, and of Arms as well," which allows Dryden to set up
the many tales in Fables that examine love in all its variety. Dryden no

I am well aware that in the Oxford (1958), California (2000), and the Longman's Annotated
Dryden (2005) texts, the gloss given for this allusion to Chaucer's Plantagenet is Joan, the
Countess of Kent, also known as "The Fair Maid of Kent." Given Dryden's deliberate attempts
throughout the poem to link himself to Chaucer, I think it much more likely chat the Plantagenet
he has in mind is Chaucer's duchess, that is, Blanche, the Duchess of Lancaster, wife of Chaucer's
patron, John of Gaunt (as the Duchess of Ormond is the wife of Dryden's patron, the Duke of
Ormond). See "Dryden's *To the Duchess of Ormond': Identifying Her Plantagenet
Predecessor," Notes & Queries 252:1 (2007): 57-60.
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longer needs to be burdened by his failure to write an original epic, because
he may well have accomplished the equivalent for his own country and
culture: in Fables, he may have tuned that ancient song to his British lyre.

